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Evaluating a Model Middle School Dropout Prevention Program

tor At-Risk Students

Rita G. O'Sullivan

School of Education
University cf North Carolina at Greensboro

The high school dropout rate in the United States is a
matter for serious concern (Hamby, 1989). Conservative estimates
place the dropout rate at 25% nationwide (Mann, 1985). In North
Carolina the dropout problem is even more severe. Figures show
that in 1985 (0ffice of Educational Research and Improvement,
1986) North Carolina ranked 37th in the nation with a high school
graduation rate of 69.3%. Since 1985 the State has initiated a
wide range of dropout prevention programs, however, the bulk of
these funds have been directed toward assisting children aged 14
and older. 1t is understandable and lLaudable that the State has
chosen to address the problem at its most direct site, but it is
well understood that the problem of marginality begins much
earlier than the high school years (Sinclair & Ghory, 1987).

Nationally, dropout prevention programs for at=risk youth
have emerged and are increasing (Karweit, 1988; Orr, 1987; Slavin
& Madden, 1989). 1In North Carolina (Casebolt, 1988; 0'Sullivan,
1988), these programs have almost exclusively focused on direct
jntervention with the students, often completely isolating them
from the regular school teachers and classes. Even when these
programs prove successful, re-entry into the academic mainstream
can erase the gains obtained.

In response to this situation a model middle school dropout
prevention program was proposed for a small-city public school
System with a dropout problem estimated at 9.4%. Tnhe State's
ave~age is estimated at 7.46% of the total enrollment (North
CarolLina State Board of Eagucation, 1987). The proposed program
compined direct intervention for at-risk students unager the
cuicance of & resource teacher with concurrent stafy cevelopment
‘vities for regu.ar teacners.

=
1]

The proposal was “unded for two years by the Mary Reynolcs
Sapcock Founsation, and program planning began in the summer ot
1935. During the 1938-89 acaderic year, selected at=~risk sixtn
grase stucents spent part of the academic day (matn ana science
ciasses) wi<h a resource teacner skilled in working with at=risk
zsuzenss, ana the remainder oF the cay was spent witnh regular
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subject matter teachers. The resource teacher also served as a
student advocate, including the facilitation of home/school
coordination.

Objectives of the Study

The purpose of the study was to assess the effectiveness of
the first year of the program. Researchers have consistently
identified school based problems associated with dropping out of
high school: multiple retentions in grade, poor grades, a
history of truancy, and behavior problems that result in

disciptinary actions (Catterrall & Stern, 1986; Farnworth,
Schweinhart, & Berrueta-Clement, 1985, Hess & Greer, 1986). A

variety of outcome measures, therefore, were used to determine
the program's impact. The results of the evaluation were then
used as the base for program modifications in the second project
year. For the at-risk middle school éth-grade students
participating in the program attendance, perceived competence,
frequency of discipline referrals to the office, standardized
achievement test scores, and course grades were compared to test
for significant differences at the end of the school year.

Methodology

Puring the first semester of the 1988-89 academic year data
about the entering sixth=-grade population were collected.
Previous fifth-grade teachers' at-risk referrals were noted
before school opened and were used to initially identify the pool
of children from which to select program participants.
Information about students' age and gender was collected
concurrently with their perceived competence assessments during
the first nine weeks of the school year. Data concerning the
number and type of office referrals, attendance, and first and
second semester's grades were gathered late in January and May.
In May, all sixth=-grade students also completed an achievement
motivation measure. California Achievement Test (CAT) data and
students' history of retention in grade were collected in June.

Sample

The study was located in a small-city school district
(student populaticn approximately 4,000) 4n North Zerclina with 2
dropout rate above the state average., Con:irary to national,
state, and local trencs, tne typical cropout in this cistrict is
& white male. ALl sixtn gzracers (n=334) in the scnocl cistrict
were rousec “m Tnm2 famE TTCCL® SCNTCL E@LChE wilnhosevenIn grale
sTUGents. There acre 12 sixth-grece teactners whe taugnt in five
secarate teams (tnrees = ThC=-%eacher teams anc twl —- Inree-teacher
teams). Stucents =cok &.L tneir melcr &cacemisc sutjects from
teachers within thejr team, moving to the various classes on
their schedules., Stucents remain in tnhe midcie school for
seventh grade and then g0 on to +*tne junior hign scnocl for eightn

and ninth grace.
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Students were identified for the demonstration classroom
based on multiple measures. The first level of screening used
fifth grade %eachers' at-risk referrals from the previous year.
It is the school district's policy that all teachers complete
Student Screering forms for those students they believe to be at-
risk of not succeeding at school. Ninety-one students were
identified in this manner from the total of 334 sixth grade
student population. Children were then divided by homeroom and
data about race, sex, 1988 CAT scores, past grades repeated,
fifth grade final grades, and previous year's absences were
collected for each of the 91 at-risk students who had been
identified by the Student Screening Forms. In order to minimize
scheduling disruptions, the 91 at-risk students were further
reduced to 46, corresponding to the four homeroom classes
selected for participation.

To control for teaching effects, students were matched
within teams, since all the students in a team have the same
teachers. Treatment and comparison groups were then randomiy
assigned by class after they had been matched according to their
at-risk rating. Weighted, multiple-measure at-risk ratings have
been shown successful as a way to identify students at-risk of
academic tailure (0'Sullivan 1989, 1990). At-risk ratings were
calculated using CAT percentile scores, number of grades
repeated, number of absences, and current year teacher's at=risk
rating. 1In this manner, 22 students were ranked, matched in
pairs, and then were randomly assigned by pair to the treatment
group or to the comparison group. Within a week of sending
letters home, parental permission was obtained for all 22
children invited to participate in the program.

Meacurements

The majority of the measures used for the first-year's
evaluation were taken from information common to regular school
record-keeping. Report cards provided information about grades,
absences, and promotion. School reports of CAT scores were used
to collect the standardized achievement test data. The Assistant
Principal's disciplinary action file provided disruptive behavior
information. Observational data were collected throughout the
first year of the project by project staff members. Two
additional instruments, not part of normal school procedure, were
zlseo uced im the study and are cescribed below.
Perceived Competence. The Self-Perception Prcfile for
<~ (Harter, 1985) examines & c¢nild's secf=report
T=wl"In, SCnoLestic comczstence, <
,etence, physical appsarance, =z benavioral conagu
acility ¢tcefficients (Cronkach Alpha) for tne s
reported as ranging from .71 to .89, gepending on
cale and tne sample usec. Vaiidity information is
factor patterns for three ¢f the four samples, sho
r Loadings for eacn of +tne six items cetining a su
ng from .23 to .8%. Interccrrelaticns among Sutsc
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from .12 to .73. 1In addition to perceived competence on each of
the six subscales, children are given the opportunity to rate the
importance of five of the six subscales (excluding global self-
worth). From this information a discrepancy score can bhe
calculated. Harter argues that large discrepancies between
importance and perceived competence can indicate low self-worth.
Perceived competence data were included, since they address
school-related affective issues included in the demonstration
project's objectives.

Achievement Motivation. The Goal Orientation Index (Atman &
Romano, 1987) 1s theoretically grounded within the domain of
conation, focusing on goal setting and attainment. It is a 96-
item self-report scate that includes 12 subscales or conation
cycles. It has been validated with 2,000 subjects and
reliability coefficients ranging from .789 to .941 were reported
for the 12 subscales. Since it has been described as providing
useful information for improving decision making and has been
used with at-risk middle school students, it was included as one
of the affective measures of project effectiveness.

The Program

Students in the demonstration classroom met for math and
science instruction with the resource teacher for two consecutive
periods each day. One group of 13 students met during the first
and second period, while the second group of 9 met during the
seventh and eighth periods. With the assistance of the project
staff members, the resource teacher assessed every child's
reading and math skills level, developed a personalized
instructional plan for each student, and communicated with the
students' parents about the semester's instructional goals.

The overall strategy of the classroom was to encourage
children toward academic success. The resource teacher
introduced a reward system where students were paid wages 1in
script for attending class, completing assignments, and behaving
themselves. The students were paid on Fridays 3ind could exchange
script for treats provided by the resource teachers. The
students took four field trips during the academic year to reward
them for their work and to increase their sense of involvement
with school. The trips were intended as positive motivators for
continued good work.

A doctoral stucents assistea the resource teacher with the
science component of the instruction program. The graduate
student, a midcle school science ecu working cn her

cissertation, cesignec & hanZi=on e unit fzr the s:tuc
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1n tne demonstration classrccme She weCrkad with tne resource
teacher pilot testing six weeks of nanas=on instructional
activities for the stugents. Tne purpose ¢f this activity was 1o
test the assumption tnat the hands=on unit would ctrengthen at=-
risk students science knowleage compares to reguidr textpook-

pased instruction.
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In addition to the demonstration classroom's instructionatl
program, the school's counselor began a guidance program with the
students in the project. She met with them once every two weeks
during their regular math and science time for lLarge group
discussions about general issues relevant to early adolescence.
In addition, with the help of the resource teacher and two
graduate counseling students, the school's counselor organized
four small-group discussion sessions with the students that met
once o week during the third period. The purpose ot these small
groups was to build trust among the members and also assist the
students in problem solving. Each student was also paired with
an adult who took the time weekly to meet individually with them
and just talk.

Students' progress in the program was reviewed in November
when the teachers responsible for the 22 students met with the
assistant principal, school counselor, and project staff members.
Individual goals for the rest of the academic year were set based
on the student’s progress for the first nine weeks of the
semester. Subsequent students' progress was reviewed on an
individual basis 23 determined by the resource teacher.

Results

Sixth Grade Students

Three—hundred and thirty-four sixth grade students were
enrolled in the middle school during the 1988~89 academic year
(171 females and 163 males). Average age of the students at the
beginning of sixth grade was 12.2 years. Ninety-one students
were identified as at-risk by their fifth grade teachers. Means
and standard deviations for these stuaents' fifth-grade
California Achievement Test Scores are presented in Table 1.
Scale scores for the entire sixth=grade group are close to the
50th percentile. ALL of the differences between the at-risk
group and the not at-risk group are significant at a .01
probability level, indicating that the achievement Level of those
students identified by *their fifth-grade teachers as at-risk was
lLower that thcse students not so identified. Similar results
were found for students grades the first and second semester with

at=risk students scoring significantly Lower (p<.01) than those
not jdgentified as at-risk.

L
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Table 1
Students' Average Fifth-Grade California Achievement Test (CAT)
Resul*s
| Entire 6tk | At-Risk 6th | Not-At-Risk
Grade | Graders | 6th Graders
(n=334) ‘ (n=91) i (n=243)
I
Mean §D I| Mean Sh II Mean SC
I I
CAT Reading | 708 52 | 687 41 | 715 54
| |
CAT Language | 702 41 | 679 42 I 709 38
| |
CAT Math | 725 45 | 701 35 | 733 45
| | |
CAT Total | 713 39 ‘ 689 36 ‘ 720 37
I

Results of the Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter,
1965) are presented in Table 2 for the entire sixth grade group;
then for the 91 at-risk students and the remaining not-at-risk
students. Average students' self-reported global self=-worth,
scholastic competence, social acceptance, athletic competence,
physical appearance, and behavioral conduct are shown along with
the importance rating for each of :.he subscales with the
exception of the importance of global self-worth which is notl
measured.

It is very interesting to note that the highest possible
perceived competence score is four, the lowest one. The students
in the sample, at-risk and not, consistently rate themselves as
more competent on the various subtests than less competent. The
differerce between the at-risk group and the not-at=risk group on
the various scales 3is noteworthy in ite relative Llzck of
difference. 1in fact, the only significant cifferences (p<.C1J
occur between the at-risk anc¢ nct—-at-risk group in the impcrtance

they place on scholastic ccmpetence and cenaviorai conguct wnere
in Cotrn 232385 ThRE NoTmETTIOISK I7Cun CLASiCErS INEse Twel
competence &areas more important TnNEn Tne EteUrisk Sroup.
Similarly, the Gcz!. COrndem=z229cn Imzex azministered 1n May
revealec nc Z2iTT€renTZs CE-mESN 1.t &:t=riSK SiXTn=grede StUGCEnTS
and those students not 50 identified.

6
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Table 2

Average Perceived Competence Scores for Entire Sixth Grade
At-Risk, and Not—At-Risk Students

Entire 6th | At-Risk 6th | Non=At-Risk
Grade | Graders | 6th Graders
(n=334) ‘ (n=91) ‘ (n=243)
Mean  SD Mean  SD " Mean SD
COMPETENCE
Global 3.1 6.7 3.0 0.7 3.2 0.7
Scholastic 2.7 0.5 2.6 0.5 2.7 0.5
Social 3.0 0.7 3.0 0.7 3.0 0.7
Athletic 2.8 0.7 2.9 0.8 2.8 0.7
Physical 2.9 0.8 2.9 0.8 2.9 0.9
Behavior | 2.9 0.7 1 2.7 0.6 ‘ 3.0 0.7
|
IMPORTANCE l
Scholastic I 3.3 0.7 | 3.2 0.8 | 3.4 0.7
Social | 2.8 0.8 | 2.8 0.7 | 2.8 0.8
Athletic | 2.9 0.8 | 2.9 0.8 | 2.9 0.8
Physical | 2.9 0.9 | 2.8 0.8 | 2.9 0.9
Behavior | 3.3 0.7 1 3.1 0.9 i 3.5 0.6

Treatment ard Comparison Groups

Table 3 presents fifth-grade CAT scores of the 22 treatment
and 22 comparison group students. The only significant
difference (p<.05) is for language arts and that difference shows
the comparison group ahead of the treatment group. Differences
between treatment and comparison group means were tested for
significance (p<.05) and were not found significant for any of the
other baseline variables, thus, supporting the assumption of
initial equivalence of the two groups.

~f
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Table 3

Treatment and Comparison Groups' Average Fifth-Grade California

Achievement jest (CAT) Results

Treatment Comparison
Group Group
(n=22) 1 (n=22)
I
Mean  SD Wean  sD
I I I
CAT Reading | 687 13 | 686 20 i
I I
| I
CAT Language | 677 10 = 689 20
I
I I
CAT Math | 707 24 | 698 18
I I
I I
CAT Total 1 690 11 1 691 16

Program Effects

Differences between the treatment and comparison group
grades for the first and second semester were analyzed. For the
first semester science and mathematics grades showed the
treatment group scoring significantly higher (Mean Science Grade
= 81.7, SD=8.5; Mean Math Grade = 85.5 SD=5.9) than the
comparison group (Mean Science Grade = 76.2, S$D=10.1; Mean Math
Grade = 78.4 SD=8.7). By the second semester, grades in reading,
mathematics, science, social studies, physical education, and
enrichment all showed no significant differences. Although CAT
scores appeared to increase from the fifth to sixth grade as
shown in Table 4, when testeoc against comparison group CAT
scores, there were no signficant differences between the two
groups.

(3]
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Table 4

Treatment and Comparison Groups' Average Fifth-Grade and Sixth-
Grade California Achievement Test (CAT) Results

| Treatment | Comparison |
| Group | Group |
| (n=22) | (n=22)
| |
Mean $Db Mean §£
| | |
GR 5 CAT Reading | 687 13 | 686 20 |
GR 5 CAT Reading 698 22 707 14
GR 5 CAT Language | 677 10 | 689 20
GR 6 CAT Language | 676 34 % 688 31 :
| |
' GR 5 CAT Math | 707 24 | 698 18 |
GR € CAT Math 721 27 % 717 19
| |
GR 5 CAT Total | 690 11 | 691 16 |
GR 6 CAT Total | 698 24 | 704 19 |

Conclusions

A review of the nroject's results at the end of the first
year led school and project staff to a number of conclusions.
The first conclusion was that although the students in the
project were definitely provided with a specialized program that
included counseling and the creation of a supportive, positive
classroom environment for part of the day, it was not sufficient
to demonstrate change on either of the two achievement criteria
(grades and CAT scores). The consensus was that the positive
aspects of the nine-month program were not sufficient to
countsrba'lance the years of Ltearned f2ilure experienced by the
stugents 'n the program. One teacner iiLiustrated tnis point witn
the examprle a stucent in the program wnho had successfully
completec a month's contract mic=way tnrough the semeszter
WES uUrzcie To comoilzze nis next mertn's contract. wWhen
tre croblem was ne tclc the teacner tnat sne just ¢
- Rim *o sutceed all zhe time; it was a Lot of work
wasn't used to it.
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The second conciusion was that if dropout preventiu:
srcz~ams are to succeed they must increase their intensitly of
treztment; expanding =ne comprenersiveness of the grogram <
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include the family and involve more of the school's regular
teaching staff. In response to this conclusion, the second year
of the project was redesigned s» that a Home-School Coordinator
(funded equivalently to a certitied teachers) would work with a
two-teacher sixth-grade team and a four~teacher seventh grade
team. The Home-School Coordinator would work with 20 identified
at-risk students (10 from each team), their parents, and their
teachers facilitating communication between home and school,
advocating for students, tutoring, and providing a special,
caring environment for students. Team teachers would meet
periodically during the year to strategize ways in which they
could work with the home school coordinator to increase success
for their at-risk students across and within the curriculum.
This modified structure of the project would gently tilt the
responsibility for students' success back toward the teachers,
since during the first project year the students in the
demonstration classroom were often seen as the reource teacher's
responsibility. With the home-school coordinator supplementing
the instructional program, rather than teaching two academic
areas, teachers would be more apt to change practice for the
betterment of at-risk students.

Finally, the project staff concluded that the prevailing
wisdom assuming that at-risk students suffer from lLow perceived

competence (self-esteem) warrants further investigation. From
the baseline comparisons in the study made for at=risk students
and those not-at-risk, rasults on the Self-perception profile for
children showed no significant differences between the two groups
p————— . . ]

in the Llevel ¢f their perceived competence, while there were
signficant differences in the importance placed on scholastic
competence and behavior.

There is no question that the 91 at-risk students considered
in this study are at-risk of academic failure in comparison to
their not-at-risk peers. If this is the case and the at-risk
students perceive their scholastic competence equivalent to their
not-at-risk peers, then perhaps their failure to ascribe
realistic competence levels could be closer to the central
dilemma facing them in school than a crisis caused by Llack of
self-esteem.

In conclusion the results of this study endorse a slow and
arduous path toward amelioration of our nation's dropout problem.

o) o - PO : « 3 3 3 = 4
The longer stucents zre allowed to ccontinue in schools without

uuuuu

experiencing academic success, the iLonger stugenis are

Gisaffected from tne place called school, tne longer teachers
ignore thneir contrizution to tne <reztion ¢f at-risk stucents,
TNe (Crzer 41 wi.. TEKE W3 TO5 rESiTEIT TNEm. 1T 15 2 1esKk we
must attempt.
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